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Earl F. Miller was born on 16 February 1922 in Cold Spring, in central Minnesota.  
He attended local schools, graduating in 1940 from St. Boniface High School, and 
worked locally before enlisting in January 1942 in the Army Air Corps. 
 Earl completed Basic Training and gunnery school, and was made a top 
turret gunner on B-17 Flying Fortress bombers.  He and the rest of his crew were 
posted overseas to England in May 1943, joining the 381st Bomb Group, 8th Air 
Force; they flew their first mission later in May. 
Over the next five months Earl completed fourteen missions, but on 8 
October, his B-17 was shot down on a mission to Bremen, Germany.  Earl was taken 
to the Dulag Luft interrogation facility before being transported by rail to Stalag 
XVII-B, in Krems, Austria, where he remained until the war’s final weeks.  As the 
Russians approached from the East, the Germans evacuated all prisoners, and thus 
Earl was marching with other POWs when liberated by a spearhead of the American 
13th Armored Division.  Other units of the 13th followed, and evacuation was 
completed by 9 May.  Earl was soon returned stateside, and was discharged in 
September 1945. 
  
Earl Miller passed away on 25 September 2011, at age eighty-nine. 
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Interview Key: 
T= Thomas Saylor 
E = Earl Miller 
[text] = words added by editor, either for clarification or explanation 
(***) = words or phrase unclear 
NOTE: interview has been edited for clarity 
 
Tape 1, Side A.  Counter begins at 000. 
 
T: This is an interview for the POW Oral History Project.  My name is Thomas Saylor.  
Today is 8 April 2004, and this is an interview with Mr. Earl Miller of St. Paul.  First, 
Mr. Miller, on the record, thanks very much for taking time to talk with me today. 
 
E: You’re welcome. 
 
T: From the information I have, I’d like to start by asking you about your time as a 
top turret gunner on a B-17 Flying Fortress four-engine heavy bomber.  You were 
with the 8th Air Force, 381st Bomb Group, 535th Squadron, stationed at Ridgewell, 
which, according to the map, is southeast of Cambridge, in England.  And you flew 
fourteen or fifteen missions depending on how we count, right? 
 
E: That’s right. 
 
T: Can you talk about your experience as a top turret gunner on a B-17?  For 
example, the kind of things that went through your mind when you were on a 
mission. 
 
E: Well, I don’t know.  I guess you kind of were scared, for one thing.  I mean, 
anybody that tells you they weren’t scared is… (trails off)  I just don’t quite go with 
that.  But you did have confidence in yourself and in your crew, and when you’re up 
in that turret there, why, you had a good range of view there of everything that was 
going on.  It was quite distressing when you saw these German fighter planes come 
dive on you, at the formation.  Well, I escaped without any injury or being shot or 
anything.  Nobody on our crew was injured from enemy gunfire. 
 
T: Did you find that, at the time, a bit surprising given the rate of losses, that you 
weren’t shot at all?  Any of you. 
 
E: No.  We just…I don’t know.  We just didn’t really give it much thought. 
 
T: As a crew member, what was more disconcerting for you, the enemy fighters or 
the enemy flak? 
 
E: Well, the flak was there all the time, and the fighters were…I guess they were the 
ones that kind of bugged you the most.  I remember when we got over to England 
we kind of had a little orientation by a British gunner.  One of the statements he 
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made has been frozen in my mind forever.  He said, “Flak is mainly a deterrent.”  And 
boy, he was never more wrong.  It was more than just to deter you.  You’d come back 
with many holes in your airplane.  We didn’t really have major damage to any of our 
airplanes that we flew, though. 
 
T: Did you fly, your crew, the same plane every time or different planes? 
 
E: Well, we flew the same plane as long as it was assigned to us.  And the plane that 
we flew over there with, we flew a few missions with that.  Then they gave us a later 
model of the B-17F and we flew that, and were shot down in that plane. 
 
T: The missions that you flew, more than a dozen, mostly to Germany, or targets in 
France and elsewhere? 
 
E: Mostly France and the Low Countries and maybe some, a few, in Germany.  Maybe 
half a dozen.  That would be half of them.  Yes, some were in Germany. 
 
T: From your perspective, what was the most difficult mission that you were on? 
 
E: Aside from Bremen? 
 
T: Yes.  We’ll put that one aside, the one where you were shot down.  The ones that 
you came back from: which of those from your perspective was most difficult? 
 
E: Schweinfurt.  August 17 [1943]. 
 
T: Talk about that mission from your perspective. 
 
(1, A, 45) 
 
E: Well, first of all, we had fighter escort, but they couldn’t come in very far and as I 
remember it, there was a tremendous amount of German fighters.  The flak was 
horrendous.  I mean, all you could do was pray, I guess.  I really didn’t think we were 
going to make it.  It was really bad.  And we did lose a lot of aircraft on that mission.  
But we got to drop our bombs.  We fought our way out of there.  Got back to 
England.  But that was a really…a hard mission.  It was really difficult.  It was long, 
for one thing.  Well, it had been scheduled and then scrubbed, and then scheduled 
and scrubbed.  I actually think the Germans knew when we were coming.  It was 
part of that Regensburg raid that went down…where they went down to Africa 
[after dropping their bombs at Regensburg]. 
 
T: Right.  It was all tied together. 
 
E: Yes. 
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T: You mentioned you didn’t think you were going to make it.  Was that a feeling that 
you had on other missions or was this one particularly… 
 
E: No.  No.  Just particularly this one.  Watching those airplanes drop out of the sky 
there all around us and getting this bumpy ride there.  Ducking flak and everything.  
It just was that mission.  The other ones I never felt that we had any worries at all. 
 
T: How do you process watching planes around you getting knocked out of the sky?  
Does that do something to you as far as your own sense of fear and nervousness? 
 
E: On that particular day it did.  It bothered all of us.  Well, there’s really not much 
you could do but shrug it off and do the best you can to keep yourself up in the air. 
 
T: How do you shrug it off, in a sense?  Is that something that stays with you after 
you are on the ground again, or is it something that you were able to just kind of put 
behind you? 
 
E: You just put it away.  We knew it was…they were gone.  It was no different than if 
they would have transferred out.  They just…they weren’t there anymore.  And it 
really didn’t bother you.  It didn’t bother me. 
 
T: Did it make it more difficult in any way to get ready for the next mission when 
that was what you’d just gone through? 
 
E: I don’t really think so.  Well, our crew, our pilot had more aborts than anybody 
else in the whole group.  So we did, you know, get the briefing.  We got in the plane.  
We took off.  We started forming up.  We were in formation for a while or something 
or other, and then for some reason or other we had problems and so we went back.  
Well, I mean, you got all hyped up for this mission and it turned out to be nothing.  
So it was, oh, it was somewhere along in the summer of ’43 when we got a week off 
and went to, what they had was a rest camp.  Down in Oxford.  They supplied you 
with civilian clothes and a bicycle and some pocket money.  Of course, then meals 
and lodging and all that was supplied.  This was just for rest and recuperation again. 
 
T: Did it work to rest and to recuperate one in your case?  I mean, I’m thinking, golly, 
one could either come back relaxed or worried about having to go back up again. 
 
E: No.  I was relaxed.  Ready to start over again.  We did have two guys in our crew at 
different times that just worried themselves sick from one minute to the next, and 
they just asked to be relieved of flight duty. 
 
T: Were the other members of the crew aware of this?  Could you see it in these 
guys?  Or did they talk about it? 
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E: Yes.  You could see it.  We had one guy, that’s all he could talk about.  And you just 
tell him to forget it.  You were tired of listening to him.  But he just didn’t…he 
couldn’t take it. 
 
T: It sounds like it went to his head, the worrying about the next mission. 
 
(1, A, 104) 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: What was he like in the air?  Was he okay once you got up in the plane? 
 
E: Well, I guess so.  He was the waist gunner and I was up in the turret, so I really 
wasn’t in contact with him.  But he wasn’t with us very long, over in England there.  
He was a replacement. 
 
T: So some members of the crew found it easier than others to sort of deal with the 
stress that came with these missions. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Is it hard to abort a mission?  I mean, it doesn’t count as a mission unless you go, 
right? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: You mentioned getting all kind of braced and ready to go and then coming back 
and that just prolongs the whole process, doesn’t it? 
 
E: Yes.  It was discouraging.  I don’t know whose fault it was or what.  I don’t know 
why we had to do it that often. 
 
T: I was just looking at your mission statistics.  You arrived in England in May 
[1943] and your plane wasn’t downed until October.  That’s five months, and your 
crew only completed fifteen missions.  That’s a lot of days when you’re not 
completing missions. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Were there conversations among the crew members or with the captain about the 
aborted missions, or was that something you just kind of grumble to yourself about? 
 
E: No.  We didn’t, the enlisted men didn’t place any fault with that.  That was not in 
our realm of what we were to do, but I guess in the officers—not only in our crew 
but other pilots—there was evidently some discussion on that. 
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T: About your captain? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Was the discussions between your crew, did you sense a difference between the 
officers up front and the enlisted men among your own crew, or was it really one 
kind of a family of guys? 
 
E: It was pretty much a family of guys.  I mean, there was no protocol or anything 
when we went together.  I mean it was Bill and Frosty and you know, whatever their 
names were.  There wasn’t any lieutenant or captain or anything like that. 
 
T: And on the abort, does the captain make the final call on something like that? 
 
E: Yes.  You really didn’t have much voice in that, when the pilot says we’re going to 
abort.  That was the end of it.  As the engineer, I didn’t have any conversation on 
this.  We were just told that that’s what it was going to be. 
 
(1, A, 140) 
 
T: Any estimate how many times you did abort a mission? 
 
E: Mmmm.  Golly, that would be kind of hard to remember.  I just… 
 
T: More than a handful?  More than three? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  I’m thinking six, maybe eight.  But I don’t know.  I don’t remember. 
 
T: Let’s move to 8 October 1943.  It’s that day on a mission to Bremen that your 
plane was downed.  From your perspective in the top turret there, describe what 
happened in the air. 
 
E: Well, we were leading the group and we got hit with a lot of flak and we had a fire 
in number three engine.  It slowed us down.  We just fell back through the whole 
formation there.  People had to go around us, which was kind of stupid in retrospect, 
but at the time I didn’t know what the heck was going on.  At that time we had our 
squadron CO [Commanding Officer] flying in the copilot seat.  Then we got hit by 
fighters and dove down trying to extinguish this fire in the number three engine.  
But it just didn’t work.  So we were down, I would say, a few thousand feet and then 
we got the bail out order. 
 
T: The top turret.  Do you have your chute on or not? 
 
E: No. 
 
T: So you had to get your chute and put your chute on. 
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E: Yes.  We had those stupid chest packs.  And then the shroud lines came out right 
here (motions at front of chest) and went up.  So you actually were coming down at 
an angle. 
 
T: Sort of tipped back almost, because the chute opens from your chest. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Well, describe getting out of the plane.  I mean, when you got the bail out order, 
what’s going through your mind? 
 
E: Well, I thought, this is it now.  I don’t know.  Just everything moves so fast about 
that time and so, about the only thing you could do was, the only thing I could do 
was pull the emergency release on the bomb bay doors so they opened up so we 
could get out that way.  I was fortunate, I wore the pants and two shirts and then the 
jacket, and I had flannel pajamas instead of long johns because I hated long johns, 
and then the shoes and I had boots over the shoes. 
 
T: The fleece-lined, or the wool-lined, boots? 
 
E: Yes.  So when I bailed out, the first thing that happened was, my sunglasses were 
blown off.  Then when the chute opened then my boots went off. 
 
T: Your shoes and your boots?  So you just had socks on or what? 
 
(1, A, 191) 
 
E: No.  I had shoes.  But my boots, the boots went off.  I suppose you’ve heard this a 
dozen times, but when you’re coming down, it’s so quiet.  You know, after all the 
noise in the airplane from the guns and the engines and everything, and then you hit 
this…up there and it’s just, just so quiet.  (pauses three seconds) You don’t know if 
you’re moving or anything.  So I looked up at the parachute and I didn’t know if I 
was going down or if I was just staying straight.  So I grabbed a couple shroud lines 
and dumped part of the chute, and then I fell pretty fast for a while.  I thought, well 
then I’ll just hang on.  I was going down. 
 
T: This is your first jump ever? 
 
E: Yes.  First and only (laughs). 
 
T: Were you hurt or wounded at all at this point? 
 
E: I wasn’t wounded. 
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T: You’ve now jumped out of a burning airplane and you’re in a parachute dropping 
onto Germany.  What was going through your mind as you’re going down there? 
 
E: I really don’t remember.  I mean, I could make up some stuff, but I don’t 
remember. 
 
T: Do you recall how long it took to get to the ground?  Was there a semblance of 
time passing, in other words? 
 
E: Yes.  I guess so.  Just the fact that I was looking around and so forth and I saw 
where I was going to land.  And I saw these people over here (motions with hand 
right) and I saw the Germans [soldiers] over there (motions with hand left). 
 
T: So as you’re approaching the ground you can see people. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: When you came down, was it an urban area or countryside? 
 
E: It was countryside. 
 
T: And the people you could see down there, were they soldiers or were they 
civilians?  Could you tell? 
 
E: There were civilians over here.  They were working in the field over there.  And 
then there were a couple of soldiers over there with their bicycles, and they were 
coming toward where it looked like I was going to land. 
 
T: So you could see really from your perspective on the left soldiers on bicycles and 
on the right people working in the field. 
 
E: Yes.  So I hit the ground.  Right on my hip and my back.  It really bounced me.  I 
thought I was landing on my feet but, like I say, this parachute bringing you down on 
an angle like that, why, I landed pretty hard.  So I just got up and unhooked the 
harness, and apparently there were two of them there.  They were there standing 
with rifles pointed at me.  I didn’t even get out of the harness and they were there. 
 
T: So you’re face to face, suddenly, with German soldiers.  What was that experience 
like? 
 
E: I didn’t speak enough German to talk to them. 
 
(1, A, 245) 
 
T: This first interaction with Germans, how did that go? 
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E: I was pretty relaxed.  I remember that I dug into my pocket and pulled out a 
package of cigarettes and took the cigarette and put it in my mouth and the package 
was empty, and I crushed that up and tossed it.  I remember the German, one of 
these fellows, picked it up, and I lit up the cigarette and smoked it and he just 
indicated I was to take his bicycle and push it.  I pushed it, and he was walking 
behind me with this gun.  The other one was talking to the civilians there, I guess. 
 
T: They came over too, to see what was going on? 
 
E: Yes.  They did advance toward me with their tools.  That was more frightening 
than the Germans there. 
 
T: Did you get the impression then that the civilians meant to do you harm? 
 
E: I was under that impression.  Whether they were going to I don’t know, but that’s 
my feeling was that they were going to.  So I was kind of…well, I was happy, I guess, 
that the Germans were there first. 
 
T: Did they frisk you at all or check you for papers, weapons, whatever? 
 
E: No.  They didn’t get that close to me.  They kept a little distance from me.  But 
after we were past the civilians and I was here with the bicycle, and they were on 
both sides of me like this, the two soldiers. 
 
T: Where were the civilians?  Following? 
 
E: No.  They went back to work. 
 
T: Did they talk to each other, the soldiers and the civilians? 
 
E: Yes.  This one of them did.  I don’t know what he said. 
 
T: Earl, where did they take you? 
 
E: Into a, a little bar, whatever they call it.  A pub, whatever they call it in Germany.  
It was closed.  They put me in this room, and there were a couple of the other guys 
that were on my crew were there.  And so we sat there on the floor and they brought 
the rest of the crew in.  Everybody except Black.  He never got out of the plane. 
 
T: Who never got out? 
 
E: The bombardier, Robert Black. 
 
T: He never got out of the plane. 
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E: No.  Over the course of some time or other, I don’t know what element of time is 
there exactly, but they did bring in the other nine members of the crew. 
 
T: So you were in a small enough geographic area to pull you all together. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Did they separate you at all here or did you move on from this location as a 
group? 
 
(1, A, 304) 
 
E: No.  They separated us.  They separated us in this pub already.  The officers were 
in this room.  The enlisted men were in that room. 
 
T: Any indication how long you stayed at this first location? 
 
E: The Luftwaffe came by with a truck, and we were put in this truck and 
transported to a base there.  We spent the night there. 
 
T: At a Luftwaffe base. 
 
E: Yes.  That’s about all I remember of that.  Then we were on these cots and we had 
this little old blanket to cover up with. 
 
T: Were you questioned at all at this point?  I don’t want to use the word 
interrogation, but have you been questioned at all?  Anything at all? 
 
E: No.  Not to my recollection. 
 
T: Earl, were you transported from here to the Dulag Luft facility? 
 
E: Yes.  By train. 
 
T: Again, together with the enlisted members of your crew?  Or were you with other 
people? 
 
E: Well, there was whole…a large group of us. 
 
T: Not just your own crew but others as well. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: To shift now to the Dulag Luft facility.  This is a facility that virtually all airmen 
went through, almost all at the time they were initially captured.  What do you 
remember about your time at that facility? 
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E: It was a rather brief stay.  I really don’t remember how many days it was…it was 
probably less than a week. 
 
T: What kind of facilities were you held in there?  Was it a group or individual cell? 
 
E: At that time they were pretty filled up, so there was an English gunner in there 
when I got there and I was put in with him.  He had a 20 millimeter flak or 
something that exploded in front of his turret, and his whole face was all peppered 
with this broken glass.  Little bitty cuts.  That’s what I remember of him.  We had one 
cot.  I don’t know how we slept.  I know we had a pail in there to relieve ourselves 
with.  And the window was painted over.  It was a small room. 
 
T: When you say small, what’s your recollection of size? 
 
E: Oh, probably eight feet.  Six or eight feet wide and maybe… 
 
End of Tape 1, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 374. 
 
T: Can you restate how large you think the cell was?  Eight feet by… 
 
E: Oh, I would say maybe six feet wide.  Six or eight feet wide.  And maybe, oh, eight 
to twelve feet long. 
 
T: Not a lot of space, even for two people. 
 
E: No. 
 
T: Did you talk to the other person in the cell there? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  We talked.  About what happened to us and, like I say, he wasn’t there 
very long.  Then I was there…I guess I was there alone. 
 
T: Were you taken out of the room for any kind of questioning? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: How many times if you recall? 
 
E: Twice. 
 
T: Let’s go to one of those sessions.  Who was the person sitting across the table 
from you? 
 
E: He was a captain, and had a wristwatch on. 
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T: Tell me the story of this wristwatch. 
 
E: He said, “Do you have a watch.”  I said, “Yes.”  He said, “I need it.”  So I reluctantly 
took it off and I said, “I want that back.”  He said, “You’re going to get it back.”  I said, 
“How do I know that?”  So he kind of squared his shoulders and he said, “Because I 
said so.”  I quit talking right there.  The next time I got the watch back. 
 
T: The second visit. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: This guy spoke good English, did he? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  Very good.  Better than I did. 
 
T: Just the two of you in the room? 
 
E: Just the two of us.  As I remember it. 
 
T: What was the nature of this exchange between the two of you? 
 
E: Well, he wanted to know who was on the crew, what outfit I was in, and things 
like that.  So I gave him my name, rank, and serial number, and he said, “You know,” 
he says, “If you answer my questions, your folks will find out sooner that you’re a 
prisoner.”  That didn’t make any difference.  It wasn’t a very long questioning.  The 
second visit he pulled out this diagram and he says, “This is where your airplane is 
parked, and so and so is on your crew.”  He knew more about that base than I did. 
 
T: Did that surprise you how much he knew? 
 
E: At the time it did.  But since then, other guys have all told me the same thing. 
 
T: Was there ever any, in the course of these exchanges, threats made against you, or 
intimidation? 
 
E: No.  Just the fact that my family would find out sooner if I answered his questions. 
 
T: So more of a carrot than a stick, so to speak. 
 
E: Yes.  He knew I didn’t know anything.  I know he did.  That’s my feeling on it.  I 
mean, these fellows that said they were interrogated for hours on end and so forth, 
why, I don’t know why.  I don’t know what enlisted man would know very much 
about the information that the Germans wanted. 
 
T: So you’re remembering, your recollection of these sessions is that they were 
short. 
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(1, B, 421) 
 
E: The ones I had, yes. 
 
T: When you say short, under an hour? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  This guy was…he was very military. 
 
T: Was he in uniform? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  He must have been in the military from way back, because he was really, 
he was just all GI. 
 
T: So it sounds like these were non-eventful questioning sessions. 
 
E: They were. 
 
T: He asked a few general questions, from what you’re saying, you couldn’t really tell 
him very much, and that was kind of the extent of it. 
 
E: That was the thrust of the whole thing.  I don’t know what else we talked about.  I 
remember that that’s what he wanted to know primarily. 
 
T: Earl, you were taken from Dulag Luft straight to XVII-B at Krems? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Was that with other members of your crew, or were you by yourself, or with 
other people, or…who were you with by now? 
 
E: The crew was…Jim O’Hara, the ball gunner, was one I remember that I traveled 
with.  And the other guys were on the same train, but I don’t remember whether 
they were in the same boxcar or where. 
 
T: Were you transported in boxcars? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: From Dulag Luft to Krems, that’s a fairly long trip. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: What do you remember about that trip?  The conditions inside the cars, for 
example. 
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E: Well, all I remember is that there was a little window up there in the corner, and 
it was nailed shut, and somebody tore that out and we could look out.  But you 
couldn’t…we’d take turns looking out there.  I don’t remember a heck of a lot.  I 
guess the time when I was involved in these unpleasant deals there, I just blanked 
them out after a while. 
 
T: And do you think that the train journey was one of those unpleasant things that 
you just kind of forgot about later? 
 
E: Yes.  Yes. 
 
T: What other things, other events, would you put in that unpleasant category?  
Things that you chose to put aside? 
 
E: Well, mostly about the time we were captured until I got down to Dulag Luft 
there, and then from there on until I got to Krems. 
 
T: So it’s those times of movement, between locations. 
 
(1, B, 456) 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Have you thought, in the intervening years, that you wish you could remember 
more about those periods, or are you content to leave them go? 
 
E: Is there such a thing as both? (laughs) 
 
T: I don’t know.  Say when you get together with other people who share 
experiences like the boxcar transport or the moment of capture, I mean, that’s 
something that everybody has their own take on, do you find yourself curious to 
know what happened to them so you could remember what happened to yourself? 
 
E: Well, I used to be more interested.  Now I’m really…I mean, all the stories are 
fundamentally the same.  They’re just…maybe a guy was captured differently or 
maybe he was free for a couple days or a couple hours or something like that.  But 
by this time we’ve talked it all out and… (trails off) So we don’t have much of that 
anymore. 
 
T: Let me ask you about XVII-B, at Krems.  Do you remember when it was that you 
arrived at XVII-B? 
 
E: I don’t exactly remember the date, but it was the latter part of October is all I 
know.  But the date, I don’t remember. 
 
 Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 – Earl Miller 
Interview © 2004 by Thomas Saylor  16 
T: So it took the Germans a couple weeks to move you from one location to the other 
and actually get you down to Krems.  Now, when you arrived at the camp and you 
looked around, what kind of impression did that place make on you as you sort of 
tried to take it all in? 
 
E: Oh, it was pretty horrible.  They ran us into this barracks that had been vacant for 
a couple years.  And it was the dirtiest, grimiest, dumpiest thing you ever saw.  And 
they issued us a couple of these brooms, stick brooms, and we were supposed to 
clean the place up. 
 
T: You new arrivals. 
 
E: Yes.  Our barracks had been unoccupied for a number of years.  Ever since they 
moved out the Poles there.  That was kind of a low moment in my life.  Right there.  
Come into that dirty place like that, and they issued us this one blanket there about 
the size of a tablecloth.  You looked at these mattresses.  They were called paillasses, 
and were the home to an unending amount of bed bugs and fleas.  So Jim O’Hara, the 
ball gunner, and I, we stayed together and we bunked together.  Then Roeder and 
Smitty were over here.  In the same barracks.  They were this close to us. 
 
T: So four of the members from your crew were in the same basic barracks. 
 
E: And Dwyer was over in another barracks.  We didn’t have a tail gunner.  We had 
one of the other pilots who was in the tail there, so he could call the formation 
information up. 
 
T: You had your CO [commanding officer] with you in the copilot seat? 
 
E: Yes.  And a pilot, a different pilot, went in the back. 
 
T: A different pilot.  Not yours. 
 
E: The copilot was on the ground. 
 
T: So you had a number of people that you knew.  You mentioned O’Hara.  How close 
of friends had you and he been before being shot down? 
 
(1, B, 499) 
 
E: We were real good buddies.  We took liberties together.  Biking…when we knew 
we had a day or two off, we’d get on our bikes and go out and strike out into the 
countryside.  Taking a musette bag full of soap and cigarettes and cigars.  We were 
getting into a little town and then we’d go and look up the chief of police or 
constable, whatever he was called at that time.  Found out if they would have a jail.  
And if they had a jail, then you would ask him if you could sleep there. 
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T: Really? 
 
E: So we did that a couple of times.  Pub owner there, you’d give him cigars or 
something like that and he could always find some refreshments.  We’d join in their 
dart games and so forth. 
 
T: Sounds like England kind of appealed to you. 
 
E: It did.  Those little jaunts that we had there.  They were just small towns and 
there were no other GIs around. 
 
T: So here’s a guy that you knew fairly well.  Did you two stay close friends during 
the time at XVII-B? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: How about the other members of your crew?  Did you kind of group yourself 
together again? 
 
E: Yes.  Well, what you did in the camp, you formed a combine, which was from two 
to six people there, and you pooled your food and then it was a common deal.  Jim 
and I had a combine, and then Smitty and Roeder, they were in their own. 
 
T: Were these combines formed by the Germans or by the prisoners themselves? 
 
E: No.  By the prisoners. 
 
T: So you decided who to be with and if you really wanted to be. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: What do you think about having a close friend or having a group?  What did that 
mean to you to have a group of people to be with every day? 
 
E: Well, it was a heck of a lot easier then if you weren’t strangers.  (pauses three 
seconds) I guess it did help. 
 
T: How could you, if you think about it, how could you help each other in real ways 
in the course of a day?  What could you do for each other? 
 
E: I don’t know.  I can’t think of anything right off hand. 
 
T: Well, during a day, how did you spend a day?  I mean, there’s meal times, but 
there’s also a lot of other time too.  What do you do with your time during the day? 
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E: Well, if the weather was decent, you were outside.  You either sat around or else 
you could walk around the perimeter of the compound.  Then after we were there 
for a while, then I think it was the Salvation Army supplied us with some bats and 
balls and some equipment and we played ball.  And then after a bit we got some 
books and did some reading.  You see, XVII-B was only opened up…there was this 
group of prisoners from VII-A [Moosburg] that moved down to XVII-B in the early, 
middle part of October, they were there when we got there.  We were the first 
group, other than this bunch that came from VII-A.  So, in the beginning we really 
didn’t have a lot of stuff there.  By stuff, I mean we didn’t have the books and the ball 
equipment and so forth. 
 
(1, B, 555) 
 
T: Now, that stuff gradually started to come in now that you were there. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: So there were things to do, to pass your time, in a sense. 
 
E: Yes.  Then there was always roll call. 
 
T: Talk about that.  The Germans seemed to be interested in that, weren’t they? 
 
E: Yes.  They’d come walking in blowing their—they were whistle-happy too.  And 
the guard would come in and he’d blow his whistle and holler, “Appell!  Appell!  
Appell!”  We would scream back at him, “Appell, go to hell!” and all kinds of stuff like 
that.  Fortunately he didn’t understand very much English.  So then you’d line up 
four deep by barracks.  Then one of the German guards there would count you off 
and then report to the camp commander or his adjutant. 
 
T: Okay.  So each barracks was counted.  Did you count out loud yourself or did they 
count you? 
 
E: No.  They counted us. 
 
T: So they were going down the rows counting off. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Now you spent a winter there, a couple winters there, 1943-44, and 1944-45.  Not 
really ball playing weather.  When the weather got cold, how did that change the day 
to day routine? 
 
E: It didn’t change the roll calls any, I assure you of that.  They got more difficult and 
longer it seemed like.  Those were trying times [the winters of 1943-44 and 1944-
45]. 
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But by this time the camp had been organized pretty well and there was a 
theater group that put on a few productions that didn’t rate very high, in my 
opinion.  There was, like I say, the library, and then there was a school.  They had a 
couple of guys that were knowledgeable, or some of them even had teaching 
background, that held classes.  I was just reading a letter from one of the guys that I 
got many long years ago, that he was teaching auto mechanics.  I was just trying to 
remember how in the heck they could teach auto mechanics when they didn’t have 
an automobile (laughs). 
 
T: Well, it occurred to me too as you mentioned it (laughs).  But in any case, there 
were ways to kind of keep your mind and your body active at this camp. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: In other words, it was more than simply sitting around and talking about food.  
But did you sit around and talk about food? 
 
E: All the time.  You know, it’s hard to believe, but here you have a bunch of young 
guys and instead of talking about women, they’d talk about food. 
 
T: So the priorities got changed there, right? 
 
E: Yes (both laugh). 
 
T: So it’s about going back and eating as opposed to going back and finding women. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Was there any kind of work detail or things that the Germans kept you busy with 
from day to day? 
 
E: No.  Everything with the rank above a sergeant wasn’t required to work.  And 
everybody in the camp here was sergeant or up. 
 
T: So NCOs.  Any commissioned officers here, or just NCOs? 
 
E: There were a couple of commissioned officers, a chaplain and a couple of 
physicians. 
 
T: But they were the exception, I guess you’re saying, as opposed to the rule. 
 
E: Oh, yes.  Yes. 
 
(1, B, 608) 
 
T: How much contact did you have with the Germans, actually? 
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E: As an individual?  Relatively little. 
 
T: You mentioned earlier they came in for Appell into your barracks, and more than 
once a day from what you said.  And did you encounter them or have any 
communication with them as an individual, or were they just sort of there? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  Occasionally you would have a sort of a conversation with the guy.  Just a 
general conversation, I guess.  It was up to the camp leaders to negotiate with the 
Germans.  And of course, then there were those, the traders, not traders, but the 
people that were doing the trading with the Germans.  They had more contact with 
them. 
 
T: Getting, trading for what? 
 
E: For one thing the camera and the film for those pictures there (points to photos 
taken in camp).  Radio parts.  Food.  And tools. 
 
T: Did you know the people that were doing this or did you just know it was going 
on? 
 
E: I knew some of them that were doing it.  But most of them I just knew that it was 
going on. 
 
T: You mentioned trading, which indicates that some of these Germans were willing 
to deal for things they shouldn’t have been dealing for. 
 
E: Cigarettes were a great deal. 
 
T: Where did the cigarettes come from that you were trading? 
 
E: Well, your family could, through something or other they could get the tobacco 
company to send you a box of cigarettes.  They would pay for them and the shipping 
and all.  They would take care of the shipping.  So the Germans would allow these to 
come in. 
 
T: So that was currency for trading for all sorts of things then. 
 
E: And when we got Red Cross parcels there was cigarettes in there. 
 
T: The Red Cross parcels.  How often do you remember them? 
 
E: They were irregular.  There were times that we got them one a week, and then 
there were periods we would go for several weeks without any.  And then there 
were weeks that there would be a couple of us on one parcel. 
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T: Irregular is a good description.  The next thing I wanted to ask about, the kind of 
people that you’re with at the camp there, is kind of the knowledge that you had of 
the outside world.  In this case, let’s say the progress of the war.  How much did you 
know of what was going on? 
 
E: There was a radio in 36-B and they would get BBC, and then different fellows 
would go around in the different barracks and give you the latest news.  He would 
get up on the table or something like that and tell you what was new.  What came 
over on BBC.  I notice here, one of our news briefings.  We learned that the Hit 
Parade top song, the top song on the Hit Parade was “Don’t Fence Me In,” and we got 
quite a charge out of that. 
 
T: As well you would.  Now, what barracks were you in? 
 
E: 34-A. 
 
T: 34-A.  Did you know that there was a radio elsewhere, or did you just know that 
by rumor? 
 
(1, B, 678) 
 
E: I knew there had to be a radio because of the information we were getting. 
 
T: Was this coming fairly regularly to you so you could keep a kind of, almost an 
update on how the war was going or what was going on outside? 
 
E: Yes.  I believe it was a daily news report that we got. 
 
T: So you were aware, for example, that the Allies were slowly and gradually 
winning the war as you were there. 
 
E: Well, when the invasion came [of France in June 1944], why then…I mean, we 
were pretty upbeat on that.  I mean, that was really great.  I remember bugging the 
Germans, “You know, things are going to be different now pretty soon.”  We had it 
probably at…well, maybe a little later.  We had the old Home Guard.  They needed 
the manpower, so the younger soldiers were pulled out of there and we had these 
old retreads in there.  They were more mellow than the younger guards. 
 
T: You mentioned mood, and you were in this camp for just shy of nineteen months.  
How was your mood during that time?  Were you an upbeat person or were you 
kind of a person who had trouble keeping a sense of optimism? 
 
E: Oh, no.  I was optimistic.  I knew that I was going to get out.  I knew it couldn’t last 
very long.  But I always did say that the war lasted an extra year after they shot us 
down.  Because they shot us down (laughs). 
 
 Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 – Earl Miller 
Interview © 2004 by Thomas Saylor  22 
T: Perhaps! (laughs)  You mentioned news.  Does that mean that rumors were also 
part of the camp landscape? 
 
E: Oh, yes.  The rumors were just as heavy as the actual news.  I mean, it was 
everything. 
 
T: Did it turn out to be true, some of these rumors, or were they just pie in the sky 
stuff? 
 
E: They were pie in the sky, most of them. 
 
T: And even if you knew they were pie in the sky, did you believe them or want to 
believe them? 
 
E: No.  I don’t really think that you really took too much stock in them. 
 
T: On a new subject, how about your personal health?  Did you find that you lost 
weight there or were unhealthy, or did you kind of stay pretty healthy? 
 
E: Well, first of all, you know, an airman is living on the base and they lived pretty 
good.  Considering everything. 
 
T: At Ridgewell, you mean. 
 
E: Yes.  So, everybody was in good health. 
 
T: And you hadn’t been wounded on being shot down. 
 
E: No.  And everybody was in good physical condition, so we were able to endure the 
prison life a lot easier than some of the ground troops that had been, you know… 
 
End of Tape 1.  Tape 2, Side A, begins at counter 000. 
 
E: But the thing about the ground troops versus an airman is the fact that when the 
ground troops surrendered, ninety-nine times out of a hundred it was a group.  
Somebody did the surrendering for them.  Whereas most airmen were individually 
captured.  So you had nobody else with you for moral support.  That was one big 
difference that I thought was worth mentioning, was the fact that you were all alone. 
 
T: Did you feel that at the moment you were captured, that it would have been nicer 
to have someone there, really, right next to you?  Would that have made a difference 
to you? 
 
E: Yes.  You take any…  Take yourself.  Any kind of predicament you get in.  If you’ve 
got somebody there with you to share it, why it isn’t as bad.  So that would be the 
same thing with the being captured. 
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T: And now at Krems you had a group of people that you really were close to for the 
period you were there.  Does that mean that relations between prisoners…  There 
were other groups of prisoners.  Did people kind of operate in their own little cell 
first and foremost? 
 
E: Yes.  Yes.  Of course, now you’d call them gangs.  I mean, there were groups 
that…they were just by themselves here, or another group over here, and so forth.  
You didn’t mingle too much with the other people in there.  There was maybe, I 
would say, anywhere from ten to twenty of you around in one area there that you 
were familiar with. 
 
T: Mostly in your barracks? 
 
E: Yes.  Conversed with and…like I say, Dwyer was down here in 16 and it was very 
seldom that we got down there to see him. 
 
T: Even though you could have had you wanted to. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: So he had, in a sense, a group of people that he was now moving with. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: As you did.  Even though he was as crew member of yours, now it’s kind of 
different? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: You’re with a group of people.  And among the small group you were with, not all 
were from your crew, is that right? 
 
E: No.  There was other guys there, from other crews.  We were, you know, just kind 
of a group there.  Kind of a social group.  Just about all.  We didn’t share our food or 
anything like that with them. 
 
T: You did with your own little group, but not with the larger. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: How, from your perspective, were the relations between these groups?  Were 
they friendly, hostile, or just kind of at a distance? 
 
E: Oh, they were not hostile.  They were friendly, I guess.  Kind of a casual way. 
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T: Does that mean that prisoners got along fairly well, or were there disagreements 
and conflicts between prisoners or groups of prisoners? 
 
E: Relatively few.  As I recollect, there were just…if you didn’t like anybody, you 
tolerated them.  I mean, maybe you didn’t appreciate the something or other about a 
person, but you tolerated it.  You didn’t go out and try to…and I don’t remember 
more than one or two fights. 
 
T: Between the prisoners themselves. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Among prisoners, did you have to worry about your stuff?  Theft for example?  
Did people steal from each other, or could you safely leave your stuff out? 
 
(2, A, 42) 
 
E: That was a big no-no. 
 
T: Stealing? 
 
E: Yes.  Oh, man.  That was the worst thing you could do. 
 
T: Does that mean it didn’t happen, or that it did happen? 
 
E: Rarely happened. 
 
T: If it were to happen, what was a popular thing, or what was a thing that would be 
likely to be stolen? 
 
E: Food. 
 
T: So if you left something out or didn’t keep a close watch on it, it could happen. 
 
E: Well, you didn’t really have to worry too much about it.  I guess we didn’t.  We just 
have our [kept our food] in Red Cross boxes.  But you really didn’t worry about 
anybody stealing it. 
 
T: Did you have anything stolen yourself? 
 
E: No.  I don’t think there was anything stolen in our barracks. 
 
T: When you think back on the time that you were at Krems, what was the most 
difficult thing of the daily life there, from your perspective? 
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E: There were several things.  In the wintertime it was lack of heat.  In the 
summertime it was lack of water.  And every day it was the lights out too early.  And 
the food.  What was kind of difficult, too, was the two Christmases that I spent there 
[1943 and 1944].  Christmas was always a big deal at our house, and putting time 
into prison camp over Christmas was no picnic.  That really bothered me. 
 
T: Did you find yourself missing family more at that time of the year than other 
times? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: What did you do at the camp around Christmas time?  I take it other people were 
missing people as well. 
 
E: There would be a group that had been formed there.  People that could sing, and 
they sang Christmas carols.  We did have a mock-up kind of a tree.  Just a branch of a 
tree that we hung whatever we could hang on it. 
 
T: It sounds like you’re describing almost a sense of melancholy among the men.  
That it was a…that reminder of home or family that people noticed at that time. 
 
E: Yes.  And we had a midnight Mass.  I guess when the day after Christmas rolled in 
that was over with, so that was a little change of mood again. 
 
T: Really?  Almost that the holidays were over and you could move forward. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: One of the things, at the end of the war as things began to go increasingly badly 
for the Germans, was that your camp was evacuated.  I want to ask you about the 
evacuation and the march from XVII-B to Braunau.  How much advance warning do 
you recall having that the camp was going to be evacuated? 
 
(2, A, 86) 
 
E: The news had come around that we were going to move out. 
 
T: This official news or rumor news? 
 
E: I believe it was rumor news.  No, I guess maybe what happened was it was an 
announcement by the barracks chief that the word was out we were going to move 
out, but they hadn’t set a date as of yet.  That was the first thing, first indication we 
got.  So the suggestion was that, you know, prepare yourself for this to the extent 
possible. 
 
T: How do you prepare yourself for an evacuation? 
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E: Well, you tried to make some kind of a pack, backpack, and you would practice 
rolling your blanket that you could carry it over your shoulder.  Things like that. 
 
T: The thought of an evacuation.  Did that make you nervous or how did you find 
yourself dealing with that kind of news? 
 
E: We were quite pleased.  Or I was quite pleased.  We knew that things were 
coming to a head.  And we figured if we get out of here…see, the Russians were 
coming.  From the East.  So we get out of here, why, we can get in Allied hands and 
things will be great again. 
 
T: So this idea that evacuation was, in the larger picture, a positive thing because it 
meant that the Allies were coming and that the war would soon end. 
 
E: Yes.  Definitely. 
 
T: Let’s talk about the evacuation itself, when you left the camp.  Talk about that 
getting up, leaving, and marching out. 
 
E: Well, when the order came to fall out from the barracks, then there were so many 
barracks took off at one time, which probably was around four hundred men.  So it 
would be like two barracks.  They would go this way (motions straight ahead) and 
then they had the next couple barracks would fall out and they took just a little bit 
different route. 
 
T: So out of camp, in a sense, you’re going from one main place in slightly different 
directions. 
 
E: Right.  It was the same direction, but it was by a different route.  We were all 
going to the same end point, but just by different little roads.  The Germans kept us 
off of the main roads.  It was the back roads that we moved along. 
 
T: From your recollection, how many days were you underway marching from 
Krems until you arrived at Braunau? 
 
E: Mmmmm, eighteen. 
 
T: Eighteen days?  Along the way, how did the Germans handle sleeping quarters?  
Where did you spend the nights? 
 
E: Some in barns.  Some out in the open. 
 
T: This is April. 
 
E: It was cold. 
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T: So it sounds like ad hoc solutions at the end of the day.  Either a barn if it’s 
available, or a field or something if it’s not.  And the food along the way?  How did 
you acquire food? 
 
(2, A, 134) 
 
E: Beg, borrow, and steal.  We ate potatoes.  I remember two incidents.  One of them 
we stopped for a break and there was this field over here, and it looked like it was 
initially planted or something.  Somebody dug and they found out they had planted 
potatoes there.  So we just kind of waved over to the thing and we just cleaned out 
as much of the planted potatoes until the Germans became aware of what we were 
doing and then they ran us out of there.  That was one time that we got potatoes. 
And there was one night that we were—see the Germans in these 
farmhouses, they were kind of in a triangle.  Or a box I should say.  And we were in 
the barn, and right below us here was a room that had the barns on it and 
everything, and we looked in there and they had potatoes in there.  So somebody 
found a crooked old tree limb.  Somebody else found some wire and wound this 
wire around the end of this limb of this broken limb.  And then we speared the 
potatoes in between these bars.  Speared the potatoes and brought them out.  And in 
the course of the night, we cleaned out all the potatoes that were within reach of this 
branch. 
 
T: Were you able to cook them or did they have to be eaten raw? 
 
E: Most of them were eaten raw. 
 
T: Did you have contact that you recall with any German civilians along the way of 
this march? 
 
E: No.  Not really.  We would see the people that we were spending the night, if we 
spent it in their barn. 
 
T: But you didn’t go up and knock on the door and ask them for food or anything? 
 
E: Oh, no.  No.  No (emphatically). 
 
T: Were the Germans, the guards or the military, supplying you with any food or did 
you really have to fend for yourself? 
 
E: Someplace along the line I think we got a Red Cross parcel.  Whether we got it 
individually or split it, I don’t remember.  Of course, we all had saved up some food.  
We had that.  But a lot of it, we just fended for ourselves. 
 
T: When you were walking there did you walk with the same people who you had 
been in a group with at Krems?  Kind of stay with the same people? 
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E: Yes. 
 
T: Was there a sense of fending for each other there?  If something was found it was 
split, or was it kind of me first, others later? 
 
E: Well, it was my combine first. 
 
T: You took care of each other with whatever was found? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: So it really was the group.  The small group was all important, in other words. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: When you acquired something, was it split?  If somebody found x, it was split 
between the group then? 
 
E: Well, it was just Jim and I in our combine, the two of us, and we shared, yes.  The 
larger ones, I don’t know what they did. 
 
T: But the two of you kind of were looking out for each other. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: How was your health along the way?  Was this march hard on you physically? 
 
(2, A, 185) 
 
E: Not too bad until the last little while when we moved into, when we got into this 
woods at Braunau.  That’s when I got a horrible attack of diarrhea.  Probably even 
got some little dysentery in there.  It must have been some water I drank there.  You 
know, you drank water wherever it was available. 
 
T: Were you alone in this kind of diarrhea or dysentery, or were others suffering a 
lot of the same thing? 
 
E: There was a lot of us. 
 
T: So your health had been fairly good up until that point.  Had you lost weight while 
you were at Krems? 
 
E: Yes. 
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T: How much, would you estimate?  Looking at you, you’re slight of build to begin 
with. 
 
E: Oh, I don’t know.  Fifteen to twenty pounds. 
 
T: So you were not carrying much extra weight, I guess we could say. 
 
E: No. 
 
T: At Braunau there, do you remember, recall, the arrival of the Americans? 
 
E: I’m aware of what I heard, but I didn’t see it.  I was spending time between the 
split trench here and laying on what we had made up as a bunk. 
 
T: This was kind of a low ebb for you as far as… 
 
E: This was really a bad one. 
 
T: Were you able to walk out being evacuated, or were you carried out? 
 
E: No.  I walked from the woods there to the aluminum factory where we spent a 
night or so.  I think it was one night.  Then I was on one of the last planes out that 
next day into Nancy [in France]. 
 
T: So you didn’t stay long in Braunau once the Americans arrived. 
 
E: No. 
 
T: When did you get back to the United States?  How long was it before you were 
taken out of France and brought back here? 
 
E: Well, we were liberated on 3 May and it was early June when I got back to the US. 
 
T: How soon were you able to contact your folks and let them know you were safe? 
 
E: Once we got to France to Camp Lucky Strike we could send telegrams.  There’s a 
copy in this (motions to personal document collection). 
 
T: So you sent one back to your home right away. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: When you got back to the States, how soon were you able to actually see your 
parents? 
 
(2, A, 230) 
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E: Well, we came into Staten Island, and I don’t remember the name of the place we 
stayed at.  I know they had some Italian prisoners there and they gave us haircuts. 
 
T: Italian POWs handing out haircuts? 
 
E: Yes.  That was the first time I ever got a singe haircut.  What they do is they would 
just run the clipper up so high and then they would get a taper, and they would, 
instead of tapering it with a scissors, they would just do it with a fire.  So, probably 
two days at Staten Island there, that area.  Then we boarded a train.  It was a special 
train they made up.  It was all POWs on this whole train.  They highballed us from 
New York to Chicago.  The only time they stopped was for water and fuel, and it was 
beer stops for us (laughs).  They gave us the signal.  It was two hoots on the, what do 
you call it, and we had two minutes to get to the train from wherever you were.  It 
was kind of a joyous trip to Chicago.  At Chicago they split off one car that came here 
into Minneapolis. 
 
T: Did your folks meet you here in Minneapolis? 
 
E: No.  We met at Fort Snelling. 
 
T: That’s the first time you’ve seen your folks now, since you went overseas. 
 
E: Since…yes. 
 
T: Talk about that.  Talk about seeing your folks again and what that was like. 
 
E: Well, I guess we were both kind of shy.  My parents…we weren’t very 
demonstrative so… (trails off)  I know my father got a tear in his eye.  My mother 
hugged me (emotionally; pauses ten seconds). 
 
T: Was that unusual for your dad to be emotional like that? 
 
E: Yes and no.  (pauses five seconds) So then they were staying with friends here in 
St. Paul.  I think we went back to Cold Spring that same day, in the car. 
 
T: Now how many brothers and sisters did you have? 
 
E: Two brothers and a sister. 
 
T: As you were together with your folks there at that time, how much did they or 
your brothers and sister, how much did they want to know?  How much were they 
curious about your POW experience? 
 
E: None. 
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T: They didn’t want to know? 
 
E: No.  My father said, “It’s all over.  We’ll forget it now.  It’s all over with.”  Even 
before I could say a word.  That bothered me for years.  It still does. 
 
T: Why is that? 
 
E: I don’t know.  I just don’t know.  Like I say, it’s bothered me. 
 
T: Did that change over time, Earl?  Did your dad want to know years later? 
 
E: No.  Never wanted to.  Never asked me.  (pauses five seconds) Never indicated any 
desire at all. 
 
(2, A, 293) 
 
T: When did your dad pass away? 
 
E: Golly…in the ’50s sometime. 
 
T: So a number of years after you were back and it just never came up as 
conversation among the two of you.  Was it different with your mom? 
 
E: No, not really.  They were living by this thought that came after the First World 
War, “Don’t talk to these people.  Just don’t bring it up anymore.”  That attitude.  And 
they carried that over to World War II and my experience. 
 
T: Did you have the impression they thought they were doing the right thing for 
you? 
 
E: Yes.  I felt that they thought that if we don’t talk about it that you would forget 
about it.  (pauses five seconds) Little did they know. 
 
T: You had two brothers and a sister.  Older or younger? 
 
E: One brother is younger. 
 
T: Was it different for them?  Were they curious to know, or did they ask you 
questions? 
 
E: No.  I didn’t ask them any questions about their service time either. 
 
T: Your brothers were both in service? 
 
E: Yes. 
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T: It’s interesting that the three Miller boys were in service and you came back and, 
in a sense, shared a common experience, yet it was not really talked about as far as 
conversation among you. 
 
E: My older brother was a career man so he was, he was in the service long after I 
was out.  My younger brother…well, he went to school.  I was down here in 
Minneapolis so we didn’t really, we weren’t really close until years after that. 
 
T: On the same track, you started to work at the Post Office in 1948.  How much did 
your coworkers know about your POW experience? 
 
E: Nothing. 
 
T: Was it that they didn’t ask, or that you didn’t tell? 
 
E: Both. 
 
T: You mentioned before we started to tape that it was years later that you found 
out you had been working at the post office with a number of fellow ex-POWs, and 
for decades didn’t know that. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: After the war now, family aside, did you have other opportunities to talk about 
your POW experience either through the VA, or at your church, or with friends, or 
things like that, or was it something that basically stayed with Earl Miller? 
 
E: Well, it stayed with Earl Miller until I started…let’s see, when was that?  Til we 
started with the American ex-POWs. 
 
End of Tape 2, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 377. 
 
T: When did you join the American ex-POWs? 
 
E: I’m trying to remember the time.  After I retired. 
 
T: So the 1980s. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Let me put one more piece in this equation: you’ve been married since 1949.  
How much did your wife know over the years about your POW experience? 
 
E: Oh, I guess she knew quite a bit.  We would talk. 
 
 Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 – Earl Miller 
Interview © 2004 by Thomas Saylor  33 
T: From your recollection, did she know when you got married in 1949, or was it 
something that you only talked about after that? 
 
E: We only talked about it after that. 
 
T: Has she been an easy person for you to talk to when it comes to this? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Easier than coworkers or your parents? 
 
E: Yes.  Yes. 
 
T: And your children, as they grew up.  What did they know about your POW 
experience? 
 
E: Nothing.  Just the…just general.  They’ve always wanted me to do an oral history 
on this for them that they could…  They bought the stack of tapes that I’m supposed 
to make. 
 
T: So they did find out as they were a little older, and have been curious to know 
about things. 
 
E: Yes.  The grandkids have been more interested, I guess.  In school.  So I spoke at 
several of the grandkids’ schools.  When I was a National officer [for the American 
ex-POWs] we made up a book.  I was on the Education Committee.  So we made up 
this book called “Speak Out.” 
 
T: Let me ask about this.  From not speaking about this, here you are on the 
committee to put together a booklet for those who want to.  What changed for you 
that took you from a person who didn’t want to talk about it to someone who spoke 
out publicly? 
 
E: This is April 1991 [that the book came out].  Now I had been in the [ex-]POWs for 
a while before that and with POWs, and POWs talked about their POW experience.  
About that time or before that time, the people that were not a POW really weren’t 
all that interested.  They didn’t comprehend a lot of the things that happened that 
you spoke of.  I mean, they couldn’t believe that there would be five people on a two 
pound loaf of bread, or what the bread was like or anything like that.  So that was 
one of the reasons you didn’t really talk to other people about it, and why you talked 
about it with your other POWs. 
 
T: So what I hear you saying is this: the ex-POW organization was helpful for you in 
talking about things and with other people who shared the same experiences. 
 
E: I think you’ll find that with just about every one of the POWs. 
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T: It seems still like a step from talking to other POWs to talking to groups of school 
kids or historians like me.  Was that a hard step to take? 
 
E: There was more interest in the POWs.  It was the POWs that came back from 
Vietnam.  POW wasn’t a naughty word anymore. 
 
T: Do you think it was a naughty word when you came back? 
 
E: Yes.  First of all we were…people had to be careful because we’d been penned up 
all these months.  Just didn’t know what we were going to do.  And what was it Mrs. 
Roosevelt said about the POWs that was not very nice?  I can’t quote it right now.  
But the Vietnam era there brought out the POW, and from then on things started 
getting better.  Then there was interest in the POWs.  You were recognized for the 
fact that you were a POW. 
 
(2, B, 431) 
 
T: So really, you date it to the time of the Vietnam War as making a change in the 
public acceptance of your status. 
 
E: Definitely. 
 
T: And you feel that made it easier for you to stand up and say, “I’m one of these 
people”? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: That’s very interesting.  That made it easier to talk to people that you felt that 
were now interested to hear what you had to say? 
 
E: Yes.  You see, talking to these school kids, it was by invitation.  So if they asked 
you to come and speak to their class, you knew there was some interest in it. 
 
T: That’s right. 
 
E: So anyway, we made up this booklet here. 
 
T: When you talk to groups, did it get easier as you did it more and more times? 
 
E: Yes.  It was more or less repetition. 
 
T: When you talked to school kids, what did you find they were most interested to 
hear from you or when they asked you questions, what did they want to know 
about? 
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E: Mmmm…quite a lot there.  It was different things.  I remember I was over in West 
St. Paul and one kid had this question.  He said, “Did you have any Warthogs [type of 
modern day aircraft]?  Did you fly in any Warthogs in World War II?”  So I had to 
explain to him, no, that we didn’t have any jets at that time. 
 
T: Did they ask you questions generally about the camp itself? 
 
E: Yes.  They would ask how you were treated, what you did on this particular day.  
Like when we mentioned Christmas there before.  And how you felt when the war 
was over with.  A broad range of questions. 
 
T: The last thing I want to ask you about this is time when you got back to the States.  
You mentioned coming back in 1945.  You went to work at the Post Office in 1948, 
and between 1945 and 1948 mentioned that you were in Cold Spring and the Twin 
Cities, back and forth.  How easy was the adjustment back to civilian life for you, 
Earl? 
 
E: I don’t think it was very difficult.  I mean, after the first, oh, I’d say probably the 
first week, why, it just all came back. 
 
T: Did you find you had an idea of what you wanted to do when you got out of the 
service or kind of how you planned your life out for the next period? 
 
E: No. 
 
T: How did you figure that out, and how long did it take? 
 
E: A year or so. 
 
(2, B, 472) 
 
T: And you were or weren’t living at home during that time? 
 
E: I was home most of the time. 
 
T: Were your brothers and your sister at home as well? 
 
E: No. 
 
T: Just you and your folks? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: And you just worked locally, in Cold Spring? 
 
E: Yes.  For the most part. 
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T: Did you hope to stay in that area or were you happy to kind of get out and move 
down to the Twin Cities? 
 
E: It really didn’t make that big a difference.  Just the fact was that I thought that 
there was…working for the Postal Service was a better deal than they had anything 
up in Cold Spring. 
 
T: Which was how big around that time?  How many people lived there? 
 
E: Cold Spring?  Twelve, thirteen hundred. 
 
T: So limited opportunities. 
 
E: Yes.  I could have gone back to the Granite Company where I had worked before 
the war, but I didn’t want to go back there.  I did work at the brewery there for a 
while, in Cold Spring. 
 
T: Did you latch onto the idea of the Post Office long before you started there or was 
that something that came just rather quickly? 
 
E: No.  I had an uncle that was at the Post Office down here in St. Paul for a number 
of years and I just thought he had a pretty nice life so…then I got interested in it. 
 
T: So for you it was a good move to make. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: You worked there for thirty years, so it must have been pretty good for you.  In 
that period, let’s say before you started the Post Office in 1948, how much of an 
occurrence did you have of dreams or nightmares about your POW experience?  Or 
was it forgotten? 
 
E: It wasn’t forgotten.  I wouldn’t be able to put a number on it, but I did have 
dreams.  I did wake up in sweats.  I knew that I had dreamt something that was very 
distressing, but it wasn’t always that I remembered what I dreamt. 
 
T: So sometimes you just woke up and realized you had been dreaming. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Those times when you could recall, was it one image or one incident that came 
back again and again or was it different things? 
 
E: It was different things. 
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T: Can you think of an example of something that you did dream about that you do 
remember? 
 
E: I remember those boxcars. 
 
(2, B, 505) 
 
T: The ones that went to Krems? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: What image about the boxcars was it that you remembered? 
 
E: Well, how crowded we were.  It was smelly.  We were all in there.  Hadn’t bathed 
for a couple weeks.  And there were no flush toilets in there (laughs).  My dreams 
were of getting in and out of the cars with the guards there and they were doing 
something.  For some reason or other they were upsetting me in my dream.  That 
was what I dreamt about sometimes.  I don’t know whether it was getting in or out 
or what, but it was the fact that there was something about whatever the guards 
were doing or saying that caused me anxiety. 
 
T: Did those dreams go away over the years or are they things that still occur? 
 
E: No.  They don’t recur anymore.  Very seldom that I have a dream at all.  It’s 
particularly after something like this. 
 
T: Now that it’s fresh in your mind again, you mean? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: Is it easier for you to do an interview like this now than it might have been ten, 
twenty, thirty years ago? 
 
E: I would think so.  I didn’t do any ten, twenty, thirty years ago. 
 
T: Make it hypothetical…if I had come to you in 1974, here you are fifty-two years 
old working at the Post Office, and I said, “Earl, I’m interested in your POW 
experience and I have this project.  Would you do an interview for me?” 
 
E: I probably would have said no. 
 
T: Would have been an easy decision to say no, or might you have thought about it 
like you did there for a second? 
 
E: I would have probably thought about it for a second and then said no. 
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T: And yet now you say yes.  What I heard you say earlier, this working with the 
American ex-POWs and slowly talking about this and working with the Education 
Committee there and talking to school groups has made it easier for you to say yes 
at this point in your life. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
T: The last question: when you think about your POW experience, those nineteen 
months, what do you think is the most important way that that experience changed 
you or changed your life? 
 
E: (pauses for twelve seconds) Well, personally, I’m patriotic.  It definitely proved to 
me that we have the greatest country in the world and you can’t beat democracy, 
even as lousy as it is.  The flag still means a lot to me.  I don’t know if I’m a better 
person or a worse person. 
 
(2, B, 552) 
 
T: Are you a different person in any way do you think? 
 
E: I think so.  I think that probably as I grow older I guess maybe it’s changing me 
more than when I was young.  I would appreciate what I have. 
 
T: In a conscious way do you think about that, I should be thankful for what I have? 
 
E: No.  Not unless I dwell on it. 
 
T: That’s the last question I have, Earl.  I’ll ask you at this point if there’s anything 
that you want to add since I’ve been asking most of the questions, guiding the 
conversation. 
 
E: No.  I guess…the last part here was my closing statement there that…I don’t think 
I have much to add to that. 
 
T: On the record then, I will thank you again very much for today. 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
